44                                  BROKEN EARTH

'That's fairy-story,' he retorted with a touch of con-
trolled irritation.

She shrugged her shoulders with a grimace of hope-
lessness, which moved him to draw close to her, pat her
gently on the back, and murmur affectionately :

'Never mind, mother. There is going to be no war.
In vain are you fretting and worrying about it.'

'You may be right, but,' she insisted grimly, 'Poland
has friends, and Eussia has not. Do you remember how
fat and ruddy the Polish soldiers looked when they were
here ? And why ? Because America and other countries
were sending them uniforms and loads of canned foods.
America is with them, and America is rich and powerful.'

He shook his head nervously, laughed aloud, and per-
sisted in ridiculing the very notion of a country like
America helping Poland in a war against Russia. But
there was a quaver of uncertainty in his voice now* and
the more he spoke, the louder he laughed, the more pro-
nounced was this quaver. Was self-confidence slipping
rom him ? Was he beginning to doubt his own words' ?
He made me think of a man protesting self-possession,
yet in his heart quaking at the prospect of passing a
graveyard in the'dark.

She shrugged her shoulders sceptically and eyeing him
with despair, she exclaimed :

*God forbid that we should have to go through another
Polish invasion', and with a shiver she dropped her arms
on the table and hid her face in them......

But he retained his composure and affected an air of
self-confidence.

Presently the door opened and a man stuck in his head.
'Has he come ? J inquired the man.

'Yes,' replied my cousin buoyantly. 'Gome in, Vassil.
He is right here, our Arperican guest is.'

The man entered, a short broad-shouldered muzhik,
one of the few in our village who shaved their beards,
but with the inevitable overhanging moustaches spread
. over his mouth. He was barefooted with his white linen
trousers rolled up to his knees, his feet ankle-deep in
black mud. He embraced me and burst into a flood of